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“Dramatic Teaching: Focussing on Drama, Theatre, and 
Performance in Higher Education” 
 
Panel Convenor: Dr Paul Makeham, QUT
 
This 90 minute panel session is designed to explore issues relating to the teaching of 
drama, performance studies, and theatre studies within Higher Education. Some of the 
issues that will be raised include: developing an understanding of the learning that 
students believe they are experiencing through performance; contemporary models for 
teaching; and the suggestion that the body can be an important site for acquiring a 
variety of different knowledges. 
 
The aim of the session will be for all participants to have an opportunity to voice their 
opinions on learning in our disciplines. The speakers’ papers will be used as catalysts 
for the discussion. Paul Makeham will present a general position paper to commence 
the session (15 minutes). Maryrose Casey, Gillian Kehoul, and Delyse Ryan will each 
speak briefly (15 minutes) about aspects of their research into Higher Education 
teaching before opening the floor for a round-table discussion of issues affecting the 
teaching of these disciplines.  
 
Biography: 
Paul Makeham coordinates the Bachelor of Creative Industries degree at QUT. He is 
current President of ADSA. 
 
Some lineages: 
 
The shift from literary studies to theatre studies (theaterwissenschaft) – from the 
page to the stage: 
 
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/paj/v022/22.2fischer-lichte.html 
 
 
As people like Erika FISCHER-LICHTE point out (Director of the Institut für 
Theaterwissenschaft, Freie Universität Berlin): 
 
… the definition of the Theatre Institute or theatre department in Germany and 
other parts of Europe is quite different from the Anglo-Saxon one. It is a purely 
academic department. They do not train artists. What is considered important is 
both education for students and research. 
 
Students are taught the history of theatre history, theory and aesthetics. 
 
A number of courses teach dramaturgy or projects where students collect material 
connected with a particular subject, not for the purpose of staging a play, but to 
develop what fischer-lichte calls “a certain feeling for what it means to work 
historically, theoretically, analytically with your own body”.  
 
So this kind of theatre studies is certainly aligned more with what most of us would 
call performance studies, than with a literary or text-oriented program. At the Freie 
Universität Berlin, students can study theatre in relation to the others arts, media 
and cultural fields. This latter area is what they label "theatricality.”, and students  
can analyze politics or circus performance for example. This is what in America is 
done in some Performance Studies departments--what Richard Schechner does at 
New York University. 
 
 
But in Australia, a much stronger demand for practical performance 
opportunities, which brings its own set of challenges (in terms of pedagogy, 
resourcing, course experience, student expectation and graduate outcome. 
 
Also in Australia, there is a recognition of Theatre / Drama Performance not only 
as objects of teaching, but as modes of teaching themselves, a modes of 
pedagogy. 
 
It’s this insight, this fundamental principle which derives from and accords with 
another set of lineages: 
 
First the Drama-in-Education / Theatre in Education models associated with the 
English initiatives and people such as Cecily O’Neill, Dorothy Heathcote, Gavin 
Bolton, Jonathan Neelands and John O’Toole –  
 
Incorporating elements of teacher-in-role, process drama, improve and role-play 
etc 
 
And this in parallel with - and informed by - the Pedagaogy of the Oppressed 
coming from Paolo Freire and on through Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. 
 
In her 2004 book Role Reconsidered, Judith Ackroyd talks about a re-evaluation of 
the relationship between teaher-in-role and acting: 
 
Where it was once a strict case of teacher in role vs actor, now these two roles 
have started to elide. 
 
So what we see now as a contemporary set of practices is the understanding of 
the classroom as a theatrical space, and the teacher as a performer. Rehearsal, 
embodiment,  
 
 
Outcomes: for students & graduates; for teachers; for ‘the community’ 
 
So: - The session is Dramatic Teaching: Focussing on Theatre, Drama and 
Performance in Higher Ed. 
 
Some questions: 
 
To what extent have we as a sector embraced the challenges, done the research, 
developed the methods to anything like the same extent as our peers in the 
secondary ed system? 
 
What is it we think we’re doing when we teach drama? How do we know? What do 
our students think we are doing? What do they think they are learning? How do 
they know?  
 
Why are they studying our classes and our courses? What do we think we are 
teaching them to do? 
 
To what extent is the young, starry-eyed ego a part of the equation, and how is this 
to be managed / incorporated / optimised? 
 
What are the physics of drama teaching: what are the properties, in other words, of 
the body in time and space as a sensate, learning entity? 
 
 
MARRANCA: What do the students choose as careers when they graduate? What 
are they prepared for?  
 
FISHER-LICHTE: When they start most of them want to become a theatre critic or 
dramaturg. But many of them now work in radio and television companies; some 
go to publishing houses. Some even work in cultural departments of big firms or 
political parties. There are only so many vacant positions one can get in theatres or 
publishing houses. We must prepare our students to take a job in a wide range of 
cultural fields. We call them "cultural workers."  
 
 
 
“What’s Being Learned?” 
 
Maryrose Casey 
University of Queensland 
 
 
The performing arts are acknowledged at all levels of 
education, at least theoretically, as providing a basis for 
acquiring and developing a range of important skills. Activity 
and interaction are recognized as key elements in promoting 
deeper learning. Though in theory, studying performance 
practice is by its nature student centred and based on problem 
solving it can still operate in a traditional transmission mode if 
the aim is merely to reproduce a particular knowledge or range 
of knowledges. The tools of experiential learning do not in 
themselves offer neutral or defined outcomes in terms of 
learning. It is the way in which the tools are utilised and 
framed that produces the potential for deeper learning. The 
challenge is to provide opportunities for students to actively 
discover and learn new knowledges for themselves in a way 
that develops reflective and critical awareness through 
experiential learning and the acquiring of practical skills. This 
paper discusses the results of an action research project in 
theatre studies. 
Biography: Maryrose Casey is an ARC Postdoctoral Fellow with the 
Australian Studies Centre at the University of Queensland. Her publication 
credits include a range of articles and book chapters on contemporary 
Australian theatre practice. The majority of these focus on theatre by 
Indigenous Australian artists. Her recent publications include Creating 
Frames: Contemporary Indigenous Theatre 1967-1997 (UQP 2004). 
 
 
“The Study of Performance in Higher Education” 
 
Gillian Kehoul 
University of Queensland 
 
 
This paper will briefly raise and address ethical and epistemic 
issues relating to the adoption of Performance Studies within 
courses dedicated to the study of theatrical performance 
practices. Schechner has noted that: “There is no finality to 
performance studies, either theoretically or operationally” but 
he has added that: “behavior is the ‘object of study’ of 
performance studies” (1, 2001). Since the study of human 
behaviour and human character has long been established as 
an ‘object of study’ in ethics, I will suggest that removing this 
object from its ethical environment actually privileges 
pragmatic epistemologies and reinforces Platonic ideals.  
 
 
 
Biography: Gillian Kehoul is in the final stages of her PhD at the University of 
Queensland and her research focuses on ethical considerations within performance 
training and practice. Her thesis, Passion, Performance and Practical Wisdom, 
explores the relevance of contemporary Virtue Theory for studies of performance and 
closely examines the role of understanding in performance practice and analysis. 
 
 
“Putting on a Show in the Ol’ Barn?: Understanding Student 
Learning Through Practical Drama Performance” 
 
 
 
Delyse Ryan 
Australian Catholic University 
 
 
One of the problems confronting lecturers working with 
University Drama students is that the students see the practical 
performance component of their studies as nothing more than 
‘putting on a show in the ol’ barn’. There is so much ‘fun’ and 
raucous behaviour taking place in rehearsals that it is difficult 
to see whether any serious tertiary level learning can be taking 
place. This paper will present some of the key findings from a 
qualitative study of students’ perceptions of their own learning 
through performance. Several key themes emerged from this 
research including the idea that if something is fun then it is 
more likely to sustain a student’s interest and the benefits of 
learning from peers who are a part of the group. The students 
identified that the primary aid to learning was the experience 
gained by physically embodying something.  
 
 
 
Biography:  
Delyse Ryan is a Senior Lecturer in Drama at the Brisbane campus of Australian Catholic 
University. 
